PREFACE

In September 1980, the U.S. Department of Agriculture and the
Food and Drug Administration asked the National Academy of Sciences
to examine the health effects of dietary nitrate and nitrite and to
evaluate possible alternatives to the use of nitrite as a preserva-
tive in food. Accordingly, the Committee on Nitrite and Alternative
Curing Agents in Food was established in the Assembly of Life Sciences
of the National Research Council and given the task of reviewing
scientific literature pertaining to these subjects and preparing two
reports.  In its first report, the Committee assessed the health
risks associated with overall exposure to nitrate, nitrite, and
N-nitroso compounds, placing emphasis on the risks associated with
natural and added nitrate and nitrite in food and the utility of
nitrite added to food.  In this second report, the Committee reviews
the status of research and future prospects for developing feasible
alternatives to the use of nitrite as a preservative.

A special effort was made to ensure that the collective knowledge
of the Committee encompassed all the types of expertise needed to
conduct a study of this scope.  The resulting multidisciplinary group
includes the biomedical expertise that was needed to evaluate the
toxicologic and carcinogenic significance of exposures to food addi-
tives and environmental chemicals, the metabolism and pharmacokinetics
of such xenobiotic compounds, and the practicality, antimicrobial
efficacy, and utility of food additives.

The search for information needed by the Committee went beyond a
review of the scientific literature to include requests for informa-
tion from scientists not on the Committee, federal agency officials,
and consultants in the food industry and trade associations.  Consul-
tants and other persons were also invited to make oral presentations
or to prepare papers for consideration by the Committee.  In January
1981, a widely advertised public meeting was held in an attempt to
ensure that all those wishing to contribute material to the Committee
had the opportunity to do so.

The Committee recognized that the subject of its study was of
great interest to the public, which is concerned about the safety of
food; to the food industry, which must provide a safe and economical
product while earning a fair commercial return; and to the regulatory
agencies, which are responsible for monitoring production and distri-
bution of food in order to protect public health.  Having recognized
these interests, the Committee directed its attention to the study of
scientific data that were important in the development of public
policy concerning the addition of nitrite to food.